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	 	 articulate	while	remaining	committed	to	the	war	effort…this	anxiety…		 	 	

































































































































































































































































































































































	 wasn’t	it	better	in	the	old	days	when	we	were	back	home—in	the	little		 	 	































































































































































































































































































































	 	 calling	you	to	carry	on	its	good	name,	and	with	that,	the	voice	of	humanity	is		 	
	 	 calling	to	us	all.	(274)	
She	crafts	a	hierarchy	of	duties,	rooted	in	Christianity,	where	family	is	the	lowest	priority	while	national	
obligation,	then	racial	kinship,	and	finally	humanity	are	higher	callings.	If	Chris	chooses	to	get	an	
exemption	for	his	family,	he	will	fail	in	his	duty	to	the	other	three.	Lucy	sees	Chris	not	as	one	man	but	as	
a	representation	of	African	American	men	that	can	serve	as	an	example	of	worthiness,	dignity,	and	
valor.	To	her,	moral	righteousness	is	the	highest	form	of	duty	but	Lucy	only	articulates	it	through	
military	service.	He	must	go	to	serve	his	family,	nation,	race,	and	mankind.		
Chris	is	shocked	at	the	idea	that	his	weak	and	lame	siblings	could	survive	without	him,	but	Dan	
argues	that	Chris	is	the	one	who	is	weak	and	should	be	pitied,	calling	him	a	“slacker	and	a	weakling	
(274).”	At	this	Chris	lunges	at	his	brother’s	chair	but	holds	himself	back	from	hitting	him	turning	again	to	
the	window	in	frustration.	Julia,	once	his	ally,	argues	that	“it	is	our	country	–	our	race”	but	she	is	
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interrupted	by	music	from	the	outside	(274).	The	“Battle	Hymn	of	the	Republic”	plays	at	an	increasingly	
loud	volume	and	the	music	comes	over	the	characters.		
This	leads	to	grand	patriotic	finale	as	Dan	begins	to	sing,	“Mine	eyes	have	seen	the	glory	of	the	
coming	of	the	Lord	(274).”	Chris	responds,	“And	Mine!	(274)”	Cornelia	sings	a	verse,	“as	he	died	to	make	
men	holy,	let	us	die	to	make	them	free	(274).”	While	Mrs.	O’Neill	makes	up	her	own	version	to	fit	the	
tune,	“an’	ye’ll	make	the	sacrifice,	me	boy,	an’	yell	be	the	happier,”	saying	to	Chris	that	her	new	line	
“could	be	a	version	of	the	song	(274).”	Jake	chimes	in,	“No	sacrifice	for	him..	Ah,	if	they	would	only	call	
me,	and	call	me	soon	(275).”	Lucy	supports	this	and	re-asserts	the	family	will	survive,	“	We’ll	get	on,	
never	fear.	I’m	proud.	Proud!”	as	her	voice	breaks	but	she	stays	strong	(275).	As	the	rest	of	the	
characters	move	to	the	window	to	listen	to	music	Chris	stands	alone.	He	does	not	have	the	final	word	
but	Dunbar-Nelson	provides	stage	directions	that	state	that	he	should	remain	in	the	center	with	a	rapt	
look	on	his	face.	Dan	wants	to	rise	but	then	sinks	back	beating	his	hand	to	the	tune	of	the	music.	The	
play	ends	with	a	martial	crash	as	the	song	concludes.	Chris	is	still	in	the	middle,	alone,	and	the	only	
African	American	man	on	stage	in	the	position	of	being	drafted.	His	choice	is	not	certain	in	the	text.		
	
CHRIS’S	DECISION	AND	ITS	MESSAGE	
	 In	this	section	I	discuss	the	ambiguous	ending	that	has	divided	critics	in	two	respects:	first,	
Chris’s	final	decision;	and	second,	the	message	of	the	play.	Almost	all	critics,	including	Mitchell,	Perkins,	
Miller,	and	Beach	routinely	decide	that	Chris	does	ultimately	decide	to	enlist.	However,	these	scholars	
do	not	derive	this	decision	from	the	ending	of	the	text	but	rather	an	archival	document	from	Alice	
Dunbar-Nelson’s	papers.	Scholars	then	circulate	this	narrative	between	themselves	without	ever	
questioning	the	validity	of	the	claim.	An	example	of	this	is	from	Koritha	Mitchell	in	her	outstanding	
work,	Living	with	Lynching:	African	American	Lynching	plays,	Performance,	and	Citizenship,	1890-1930	
who	argues,	“Chris	never	articulates	agreement,	but	his	eventual	silence	allows	one	to	believe	that	he	is	
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persuaded	by	patriotic	rhetoric	(87).”	Chris’s	silence	may	well	led	readers	and	audience	members	to	
assume	he	enlists	but	the	silence	allows	for	another	reading.	Despite	a	lack	of	clear	textual	evidence,	the	
conclusion	that	Chris	ultimately	decides	to	enlist	is	the	major	critical	narrative	of	the	work.	
The	sole	evidence	for	Chris’s	decision	is	a	short	note	on	a	manuscript	of	the	play	in	the	Alice	
Dunbar-Nelson’s	papers	at	the	University	of	Delaware.	The	section	summarizes	the	actions	of	the	play	
through	the	lens	of	Chris:	
His	first	impulse,	because	of	the	wrongs	done	to	his	race,	and	the	helplessness	of	his	
brother	and	sister,	is	to	secure	exemption,	but	the	brother,	sister,	friends	and	a	
returned	muleteer	from	France	show	him	the	cowardice	of	such	a	proceeding.	He	
decides	to	go,	because	he	has	seen	‘the	glory	of	the	Lord.’	(“Manuscript,”	Alice	Nelson	
Dunbar	Papers).	
This	note	was	not	published	with	the	text	and	thus	was	not	available	to	reader	or	audiences.	It	seems	
just	as	likely	that	the	text	was	written	as	part	of	the	submission	process	to	the	publishers	since	its	also	
includes	the	character	and	setting	descriptions	that	were	provided	with	the	published	text,	but	it	was	
clearly	cut	from	the	published	version.	However,	it	is	also	possible	that	Dunbar-Nelson	wanted	to	
insolate	herself	from	any	indication	that	she	wrote	a	play	with	a	disloyal	character.	It	is	only	theatre	
scholars	co-authors	Hill	and	Hatch	in	Black	Theatre	U.S.A.	and	Koritha	Mitchell	in	Living	with	Lynching	
who	acknowledge	the	openness	of	the	text.	Hill	and	Hatch	argue	that	the	play	“leaves	the	final	decision	
squarely	in	the	minds	of	the	audience	(188).”	Mitchell	states	that	Chris’s	final	decision	is	“left	
ingeniously	ambiguous”	because	the	audience	“does	not	know	what	seeing	the	glory	of	the	coming	of	
the	Lord	means	for	Chris	(93).”I	agree	with	these	interpretations	and	wish	to	expand	it.	To	understand	
the	life	of	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen	as	a	piece	of	theatre	we	have	to	embrace	the	ambiguity	in	the	text	and	
explore	how	it	opens	up	new	meaning	for	the	work.	In	foregrounding	the	nature	of	theatre,	Hill,	Hatch,	
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and	Mitchell	understand	that	it	needs	to	be	considered	from	the	position	of	performance.77	I	agree	with	
their	reading	and	more	fully	develop	their	critical	responses	to	demonstrate	that	the	play	is	purposely	
ambiguous	about	Chris’s	decision.		
	 Despite	the	almost	unanimous	conclusion	that	Chris	goes	to	war,	scholars	have	argued	about	
the	tone	of	the	work	and	its	overall	message	with	a	debate	as	to	whether	it	is	pro-war	or	anti-war.	
Scholars	who	advocate	that	it	is	pro-war	include	Hull	who	states	that	the	play	has	a	“blatant	intent	is	to	
persuade	black	people	to	support	the	war”	(71).	Kathy	A.	Perkins	in	Black	Female	Playwrights:	An	
Anthology	of	Plays	before	1950	(1989)	interprets	that	in	the	end	Chris	“concludes	that	America	is	his	
country	also,	and	in	spite	of	all	the	injustices,	he	must	go	off	to	war	and	defend	his	land”	(10)	and	Beech	
also	supports	this	pro-war	reading	when	she	writes	that	the	play	is	“definitely	a	recruitment	play”	(118).		
However,	Nellie	McKay	has	argued	that	is	an	anti-war	play	and	a	“biting	satire…that	keeps	
people	from	seeing	how	they	participate	in	and	help	to	perpetuate	their	own	oppression”	(McKay	137-
138).	In	McKay’s	view	the	play	mocks	propaganda	plays	through	its	use	of	extreme	rhetoric	and	debate,	
the	use	of	stereotypically	ethnic	characters,	that	would	have	been	played	in	Whiteface,	and	an	overly	
patriotic	ending	with	group	singing.	I	find	this	reading	of	the	text	extremely	challenging	to	support	but	in	
performance	certainly	a	satirical	tone	could	be	created	to	create	this	vision.	Marilyn	Elkins	also	sees	the	
paly	as	predominately	anti-war	and	argues	that	its	main	objective	is	to	demonstrate	a	message	of	
“unfairness”	in	the	“appeal	for	black	enlistment	(Elkins	59).”	Egging,	who	concedes	that	the	ending	is	
ambiguous,	also	affirms	Chris’s	enlistment	but	also	argues	that	it	is	both	pro-war	and	anti-war	since	it	
provides	elements	of	both	arguments.	She	argues	that	the	play	spends	“the	first	three-fourths	of	the	
play	presenting	convincing	reasons	why	[African	Americans]	should	not	serve”	and	that	this	
“information	that	is	hard	to	forget”	as	a	reader	or	viewer	(Egging	37).	I	support	a	reading	that	makes	
																																																								77	Unfortunately,	Hill	and	Hatch	also	re-statement	the	error	that	it	was	performed	at	Dunbar	High	School	on	April	
10th	1918	that	will	be	disputed	later	in	this	chapter	(189).		
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central	that	Chris’s	decision	is	ambiguous	and	as	such	the	message	of	the	text	is	open	to	interpretation.	
It	is	this	openness	from	which	the	play	derives	its	most	compelling	message.		
I	argue	that	the	ending	focuses	on	wrestling	with	the	ramifications	of	living	in	a	White	
supremacist	country	and	having	to	live	as	a	subject	to	its	laws.	Even	if	Chris	chooses	to	serve	in	the	
military	it	will	be	in	a	war	that	he	does	not	believe	in,	it	will	be	in	a	racially	segregated	military,	trained	in	
military	camps	where	racist	violence	is	common,	and	it	is	unlikely	he	will	ever	actually	be	shipped	to	
overseas	to	fight.	As	previously	discussed	on	the	chapter	on	the	Houston	Riot,	local	draft	boards	were	
notoriously	capacious.	Chris’s	reason,	that	his	family	would	need	him	for	financial	support	would	have	
been	entirely	discounted.	Local	draft	boards	gave	very	few	young	healthy	African	American	men	
exemptions	for	this	reason	because	army	pay	was	equal	to	or	exceed	normal	monetary	earnings;	it	was	
deemed	families	were	better	off	with	them	as	soldiers.	His	exemption	would	be	given	by	the	state,	he	
would	need	to	prove	that	he	falls	under	the	category	and	the	draft	board	would	need	to	approve	it.	To	
argue	whether	Chris	enlisted	or	was	exempt	is	to	miss	the	layered	message	of	the	play:	when	there	are	
no	good	choices	because	all	choices	are	narrowed	by	racism,	it	is	a	defiant	decision	to	survive.	As	a	play	
the	text’s	openness	allows	productions	to	manipulate	the	ending	from	any	spectrum	of	the	political	
sphere	while	still	maintaining	its	allegiance	to	the	vision	of	the	work.		
	
MINE	EYES	HAVE	SEEN	AND	“THE	BATTLE	HYMN	OF	THE	REPUBLIC”	
If	scholars	who	articulate	that	Chris	decides	to	go	to	war	are	correct,	an	essential	element	of	his	
decision	must	come	in	the	final	moment	when	the	rousing	music	of	the	“Battle	Hymn	of	the	Republic”	so	
fills	the	room	with	patriotic	fervor	that	he	is	overcome.	The	title	even	takes	its	name	from	the	first	line,	
“Mine	eyes	have	seen	the	glory	of	the	coming	of	the	Lord.”	However,	if	this	song	were	vital	to	Chris’s	
transition	why	has	it	been	overlooked	in	scholarship	on	the	play?	No	other	scholar	of	the	play	has	
thoroughly	discussed	its	choice	by	Dunbar-Nelson	or	its	cultural	significance	in	the	world	of	the	play.	In	
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this	section,	I	examine	the	choice	of	this	song	through	its	cultural	history	and	as	a	historical	signifier	of	
African	American	and	White	US	race	relations	in	order	to	establish	why	I	believe	the	song	was	chosen	by	
Dunbar-Nelson.		
The	history	of	“The	Battle	Hymn	of	the	Republic”	provides	a	lens	through	which	to	understand	
American	cultural	production	establishing	a	through	line	from	African	American	spirituals	in	the	1800s,	
to	permutations	during	the	Civil	War,	to	the	re-circulation	of	the	song	at	the	start	of	the	First	World	
War.	It	is	a	song	that	has	been	adapted	over	centuries	to	fit	with	different	historical	moments,	creating	a	
musical	legacy	of	the	complexity	of	race	and	nation.		It	is	deeply	connected	to	the	openness	of	the	text	
signifying	a	history	of	complex	racial	negotiation,	self-determination	in	the	face	of	oppression,	and	the	
rousing	power	of	unity	in	the	face	of	enormous	opposition.	To	see	the	song	simply	as	a	patriotic	tune	
missed	the	complex	history	that	Dunbar-Nelson	points	to	in	emphasizing	its	use.	
Even	before	its	transformation	into	“The	Battle	Hymn	of	the	Republic”	during	the	Civil	War,	the	
song	was	already	explicitly	connected	to	the	race;	the	very	foundation	of	the	song	demonstrates	
the	inextricable	bonds	of	Whites	and	African	Americans	in	culture	and	national	identity.	The	music	of	
“The	Battle	Hymn	of	the	Republic”	is	based	on	a	revival	spiritual	"Grace	Reviving	in	the	Soul"	found	in	a	
collections	of	hymnals	edited	by	Methodist	preacher	Seth	Mead	in	1807.	Historians	Stauffer	and	Soskis	
argue	in	The	Battle	Hymn	of	the	Republic:	A	Biography	of	the	Song	That	Marches	On	that	Mead's	version	
is	"as	much	African	as	White	American"	with	its	call	and	response	style,	popular	with	African	
American	spirituals.	They	argue	that	Mead,	who	frequently	held	interracial	revival	camp	meetings,	
preached	to	slaves	and	would	have	heard	their	sacred	music	(24).	It	was	during	the	US	Civil	War	that	the	
tune	was	attached	to	a	new	set	of	lyrics	and	titled	“John	Brown’s	Body.”	It	was	this	version	of	the	song	
that	was	transformed	by	Julia	Ward	Howe	into	“The	Battle	Hymn	of	the	Republic.”		
It	was	the	mocking	of	their	differences	that	provoked	the	creation	of	“John	Brown’s	Body”	by	
the	men	of	the	Twelve	Regiment,	Second	Battalion,	Light	Infantry	in	Boston,	in	1861	that	sought	to	
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ridicule	a	lowly	Scottish	Union	solider	with	the	same	name	as	a	radical	rebellion	leader	and	abolitionist	
John	Brown.	The	song	increased	in	popularity	with	the	explosion	of	popular	song	and	sheet	music,	
particularly	in	military	encampments	and	was	quickly	re-purposed	as	a	pro-Union	rallying	cry	(Stauffer	
and	Soskis	44-52,	54)78		Through	its	association	with	the	Union	Army,	the	song	also	offered	an	
instrument	for	taunting	the	south	and	a	justification	for	holy	violence	that	would	restore	order	to	
country.	It	was	particularly	poignant	for	African	American	soldiers	including	the	Fifty-fourth	
Massachusetts,	the	first	black	regiment,	and	the	First	Arkansas	Volunteer	Infantry	(African	Descent)	who	
frequently	sang	the	song.79	Even	Fredrick	Douglas,	while	persuading	African	Americans	to	join	the	war	
effort,	used	the	song	to	define	the	work	of	these	soldiers	who	he	said	would	march	down	
Broadway	“timing	[their]	footsteps	to	the	time	honored	music	of	old	John	Brown.”	(Stauffer	and	Soskis	
59)		After	the	Fourth	Michigan	Cavalry	captured	President	of	the	Confederate	States	of	America,	
Jefferson	Davis,	it	marched	through	Macon,	Georgia	singing	the	song,	including	a	frequently	used	
alterative	lyric	“We’ll	hang	Jeff	Davis	on	a	sour	apple	tree/	As	we	go	marching	on.”	(Stauffer	and	Soskis	
67,	70)	Moments	and	lyrics	such	as	these	that	focused	on	retribution	made	White	elites	desire	a	more	
elevated	version	that	would	highlight	John	Brown’s	martyrdom	over	his	use	of	violence	to	end	racial	
inequality.	Although	several	cleansed	alternative	versions	of	“John	Brown’s	Body”	existed	it	is	Julia	Ward	
Howe’s	rendition	of	the	music	with	more	overt	Christian	imagery	that	held	the	most	enduring	influence.	
That	she	also	had	an	indirect	relationship	with	John	Brown	makes	her	coining	of	“The	Battle	Hymn	of	the	
																																																								78	This	is	not	to	suggest	that	all	or	even	most	Union	soldiers	joined	the	war	as	abolitionists.	The	popularity	of	the	
song	was	no	doubt	increased	by	the	hardship	of	bloody	battles	that	by	the	fall	of	1861	had	slowly	convinced	a	
majority	of	Northern	that	slavery	was	the	cause	of	the	war	and	emancipation	and	abolition	was	the	instrument	
that	could	end	it.	(Stauffer	and	Soskis	63)	79	The	First	Arkansas	Volunteer	Infantry	(African	Descent)	was	also	known	for	their	own	version	of	the	song	with	
radically	militant	lyrics	written	in	dialect	“Dey	will	jab	to	pay	us	wages,	the	wages	of	sin/	Dey	will	jab	to	bow	their	
foreheads	to	their	colored	kith	and	kin/	Dey	will	hab	to	gib	us	house-room,	or	de	roof	shall	tumble	in/	As	we	go	
marching	on”	(Stauffer	and	Soskis	61).		
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Republic”	an	even	more	compelling	sentiment	to	the	anti-slavery	cause	and	a	call	for	a	reformed	
patriotism	under	the	collective	banner	of	a	unified	nation.80		
Howe	was	on	a	trip	to	Massachusetts,	with	her	husband,	Chev	Howe,	who	coordinated	relief	
efforts	for	Northern	soldiers,	when	on	November	18,	1861	her	carriage	was	stuck	with	slow	moving	
regiments	being	sent	back	to	the	city.	The	members	in	the	carriage	and	the	soldiers	outside	passed	the	
time	by	singing	popular	songs	including	“John	Brown’s	Body.”	At	the	conclusion	of	the	song,	it	was	
suggested	to	Howe	that	she	should	“write	some	good	words	for	that	stirring	tune.”	(Stauffer	and	Soskis	
83)	Her	song,	like	its	predecessor	“John	Brown’s	Body,”	became	popular	in	Union	camps	and	particularly	
with	Rev.	Charles	Cardwell,	the	singing	chaplain	of	the	122d	Ohio	Regiment	of	Volunteers	who	
recalled,	“I	have	sung	it	a	thousand	times	since	and	shall	continue	to	sing	it	as	long	as	I	live.	No	hymn	has	
ever	stirred	the	nation’s	heart	like	[it].”	(Hall	69)	It	is	the	origin	myth	of	the	song	that	Howe	awoke	in	the	
middle	of	the	night	at	Willard’s	Hotel	and	wrote	the	majority	of	what	would	become	her	masterpiece,	a	
song	whose	creation	was	transferred	from	the	work	of	an	individual	published	writer	to	providence	
of	divine	inspiration,	"the	song	that	wrote	itself.”	(Stauffer	and	Soskis	84)	The	history	of	“The	Battle	
Hymn	of	the	Republic”	demonstrates	a	cultural	process	whereby	the	original	tune	from	slave	songs	
transitioned	to	a	song	about	abolition	eventually	being	reformulated	into	a	race-less	amalgamation	that	
placed	God	as	paramount	in	decisions	of	justice.		
Patriotic	tunes	were	commonly	sung	throughout	the	First	World	War	in	community	groups,	religious	
services,	and	meeting	halls.	Group	singing	was	even	seen	as	a	military	tool	for	teaching	soldiers	
teamwork	and	unity	while	reinforcing	nationalism.	Military	songbooks	included	“The	Battle	Hymn	of	the	
Republic”	in	every	training	camp	across	the	nation	as	well	as	Southern	favorites	and	popular	tunes	from	
																																																								80	Howe	met	John	Brown	on	more	than	one	occasion.	Her	husband,	Samuel	“Chev”	Gridley	Howe,	was	one	of	
the	“Secret	Six”	that	had	supplied	funds	to	Brown.	Chev	described	Brown	to	his	wife	as	a	man	who	intended	
to	“devote	his	life	to	the	redemption	of	the	colored	race	from	slavery,	even	as	Christ	had	willingly	offered	his	life	
for	the	salvation	of	mankind.”	Both	Chev	and	Julia	denied	to	authorities	they	had	any	prior	knowledge	of	the	
raid	on	Harper’s	Ferry	and	Chev	briefly	escaped	to	Canada	to	avoid	further	questioning	(Hall	35).		
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blackface	minstrelsy.	New	versions	were	written	like,	“The	Battle	Hymn	of	1918”	published	in	the	New	
York	Tribune	September	4,	1918	with	the	opening	stanza,	“Mine	eyes	have	seen	the	horrors	of	the	
coming	of	the	Hun,	He	has	trampled	out	the	breath	of	life,	whenever	he	has	won,	He	has	torn	the	flesh	
of	children,	as	a	sample	of	his	fun.	His	crime	goes	marching	on!”		Dunbar-Nelson	was	only	one	of	many	
who	re-purposed	the	song	for	her	reasons	in	her	own	time.	
	
WHAT	MINE	EYES	HAVE	SEEN?	
The	“Battle	Hymn	of	the	Republic”	is	a	Christian	call	to	the	power	of	God	as	a	weapon	of	divine	
retribution	within	the	context	of	Civil	War	era	antislavery.	The	history	of	“The	Battle	Hymn	of	the	
Republic”	demonstrates	a	cultural	process	whereby	the	original	tune	from	slave	songs	and	later	lyrics	
about	abolition	were	eventually	reformulated	into	a	race-less	amalgamation	that	placed	God	as	
paramount	in	decisions	of	justice	and	retribution.	When	considering	why	Dunbar-Nelson	selected	this	
song,	it	is	pivotal	to	consider	that	she	is	one	of	many	artists	to	re-purpose	the	song	for	their	political	
ends.	Patriotic	tunes	were	also	commonly	sung	throughout	the	First	World	War	in	community	groups,	
religious	services,	and	meeting	halls.	In	returning	to	the	final	moments	of	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen	through	
the	context	of	the	song’s	history,	it	is	clear	that	race	and	nation	are	tied	together	but	sometimes	not	
overtly.	The	openness	of	Dunbar-Nelson’s	text	allows	for	several	readings	of	this	final	moment.		
							In	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen,	the	window	serves	a	place	of	escape.	Chris	turns	towards	the	window	
when	he	is	confronted	and	right	after	he	almost	attacks	his	brother,	Dan.	In	this	final	moment,	when	
Chris	is	turned	toward	the	window,	a	band	is	heard	outside	playing	“The	Battle	Hymn	of	the	Republic”	
and	the	tune	builds	to	an	epic	crescendo.	The	window,	Chris’s	only	mode	of	escape	is	now	closed	and	in	
its	place	is	blaring	patriotism	that	reverberates	within	the	tiny	apartment.	The	sound	stifles	the	debate	
that	has	lasted	from	Chris’s	first	declaration	that	he	would	not	go	to	war.	In	its	place	is	the	tune	of	
nationalism,	of	heavenly	vengeance,	of	Civil	War	camps,	and	a	history	of	national	sacrifice	for	freedom.	
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In	its	place	is	the	outside	world	where	patriotism	and	nationalism	are	not	chosen	but	legally	proscribed	
and	monitored.	In	its	place	is	a	country	where	men	who	have	chosen	not	to	or	cannot	serve	in	the	
military	are	mocked,	vilified,	and	sometime	beaten	in	the	streets.		
	 As	Dan	sings,	“Mine	eyes	have	seen	the	glory	of	the	coming	of	the	Lord!"	Chris	turns	from	the	
window	“straightens	his	shoulders”	and	responds	“And	Mine!”	From	this	moment,	it	could	be	read	that	
Chris	has	now	been	convinced	that	he	will	serve.	His	response	could	be	seen	an	echo	of	patriotism,	
national	belonging,	and	dignified	acceptance.	However,	the	open	ending	makes	this	less	clear	if	we	
examine	this	moment	in	the	light	of	the	history	of	the	song	selection.	As	the	majority	of	characters	race	
to	the	window	to	see	the	band	and	Dan	is	in	his	chair	beating	his	hand	with	the	music,	Chris	is	in	the	
center	“rigidly	at	attention,	a	rapt	look	on	his	face”	as	the	“swells	to	a	martial	crash.”	In	the	text,	the	
words	“rigidly	at	attention,”	“rapt,”	and	“martial”	all	signify	that	Chris	seems	to	be	surrounded	by	a	new	
militarism.	Koritha	Mitchell	has	also	noted,	“Chris	is	the	only	able-bodied	character	who	has	not	gone	to	
the	window	to	admire	the	band	(92).”	Mitchell’s	interpretation	of	the	ending	is	that	“there	is	no	
question	that	blacks	were	sincerely	patriotic,	but	being	so	required	an	intellectual	negotiation	far	more	
complicated	than	wholesale	acceptance	of	mainstream	rhetoric	(94).”	Chris	could	very	well	desire	to	
stand	against	the	state	that	asks	him	to	choose	war	but	will	not	provide	him	equality.	This	moment	is	
forever	locked	in	its	ambiguity	making	its	performance	all	the	more	vital	to	understanding	the	play.		
	
PRODUCTION	HISTORY		
The	materiality	of	the	play	as	a	part	of	the	circulation	of	The	Crisis	anchors	the	text	as	an	object	
that	was	primarily	experienced	through	reading	and	not	performance	but	it	was	produced	several	times	
during	the	war.	The	production	history	of	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen	has	been	plagued	by	inaccuracies	that	
have	created	the	wrongful	impression	that	work	was	only	performed	once	and	even	this	acknowledged	
singular	performance	holds	incorrect	information.		
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Most	scholars	have	cited	a	single	production	of	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen	in	April	10,	1918	at	either	
Howard	High	School,	where	Dunbar-Nelson	taught,	or	at	Dunbar	High	School,	named	for	her	late	
husband.81	Katherine	Egging	in	her	dissertation	“Home	Front	as	Warfront”	examines	this	error	and	
uncovers	its	source.	Egging’s	research	reveals	that	this	incorrect	date	is	most	likely	derived	from	a	
misreading	of	a	statement	by	Gloria	Hull,	Dunbar-Nelson’s	first	major	biographer,	in	Color,	Sex,	and	
Poetry:	Three	Women	Writers	of	the	Harlem	Renaissance	(1987).	Hull	states,	“Dunbar-Nelson	granted	
the	Dunbar	High	School	in	Washington,	D.C.,	permission	to	stage	the	work”	on	April	10th	1918	(72).	This	
is	technically	correct	but	as	Egging	points	out,	and	I	have	confirmed,	this	is	simply	the	date	of	the	letter	
held	in	her	papers	at	University	of	Delaware	was	written	and	not	the	date	of	production.	Hull’s	
statement	about	the	play	has	been	misinterpreted	and	repeated.		
The	letter	in	question	is	by	Thomas	Posey	who	writes,	“A	club	of	Junior	Students	in	the	Dunbar	
High	School	has	been	formed	for	the	purpose	of	raising	money	for	the	Red	Cross.	We	have	noticed	your	
play,	“Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen”	(sic),	in	the	current	issue	of	the	Crisis	(sic),	and	desire	to	produce	this	play	
at	Dunbar	some	time	in	May”	(Posey	“Letter,”	4	April).	Dunbar-Nelson’s	paper	at	the	University	of	
Delaware	have	no	record	of	her	writing	back	to	Posey	and	a	future	letter	seems	to	imply	that	she	may	
not	have.	Posey	wrote	again	to	Dunbar-Nelson	on	May	2,	1918	to	update	his	request,	“The	Junior	Class	
wishes	to	produce	your	play	“Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen,”	for	their	rhetorical	on	May	21,	instead	of	for	the	
Red	Cross,	as	was	originally	intended”	(Posey	“Letter,"	2	May).		
This	production	in	May	at	Dunbar	High	School	has	been	confused	with	a	production	that	most	
likely	did	occur	at	Howard	High	School.	This	production	is	known	because	Hatch	and	Shine	note	in	their	
introduction	of	the	play	in	Black	Theatre	U.S.A.	that	Dunbar-Nelson’s	niece,	Patricia	Young,	stated	in	
1917	that	Dunbar-Nelson	“taught	us	English	in	high	school.	She	produced	her	play	and	we	all	took	parts.	
																																																								
81	Egging	correctly	states	scholars	Brown-Guillory,	Burton,	Hatch	and	Shine,	Hill	and	Hatch,	Perkins	and	Stephens	all	
list	this	as	the	first	performance	while	Beach	(2004)	refers	to	April	10,	1918	at	Howard	High	School	as	its	only	
production	(Egging	35).			
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The	audience	loved	it”	(170).	However,	a	very	complete	search	has	been	untaken	to	find	the	interview	
and	seems	to	have	been	lost.	It	is	clear	that	Dunbar-Nelson	was	fired	from	her	job	at	Howard	High	
School	in	1920,	so	the	performance	would	have	taken	place	between	1918-1920.	All	major	scholars	prior	
to	Egging	in	2010	refer	to	a	performance	on	April	10,	1918	that	did	not	occur	at	Howard	or	Dunbar	High	
School.		
Egging’s	dissertation	brings	to	light	new	research	of	productions	of	the	play.82	She	lists	that	the	
play	was	also	performed	at	the	Pilgrim	Baptist	Church,	St.	Paul	Minnesota	on	three	occasions.	This	
church	was	founded	in	1863	and	is	Minnesota’s	oldest	and	largest	predominantly	African	American	site	
of	worship.	These	performances	of	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen	are	known	only	through	a	single	newspaper	
article	in	the	African	American	newspaper	The	Appeal.	This	article	discusses	the	performance	in	July	and	
mentions	the	previous	two	performances	in	May	and	June.	The	first	May	9,	1918	for	the	May	Pageant	of	
the	Invincible	Sunday	School	Class,	the	second	June	14,	1918	for	the	benefit	of	the	16th	Battalion	Drum	
Corps,	and	the	third	July	18,	1918	to	help	raise	money	for	decorating	the	Social	Game	Room	of	Uncle	
Sam’s	Club	(“Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen,”	The	Appeal).	The	July	article	titled	“Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen”	discusses	
the	pageantry	that	surrounded	the	final	performance.	The	description	is	undoubtedly	patriotic	and	
demonstrates	the	additional	elements	added	to	create	an	evening	of	war-themed	performances.	The	
evening’s	benefit	entertainment	began	with	group	singing	of	the	Star	Spangled	Banner	by	the	actors	and	
the	audience,	then	the	singing	of	folk	songs,	followed	by	Miss	Swan	from	the	War	Department	giving	an	
“instructive	address	on	‘baby	welfare’”	that	was	deemed	appropriate	by	the	writer,	and	ending	with	the	
“patriotic	playlet”	of	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen.		(“Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen,”	The	Appeal).	It	was	produced	by	
members	of	the	Invincible	Sunday	School	Class	and	directed	by	Mrs.	W.T.	Francis	who	was	the	president	
of	the	Everywoman	Suffrage	Club.																																																										82	Both	Egging	and	Beech	discuss	also	a	later	production	in	May	of	1926	at	The	Stevens	School	most	likely	in	
Washington,	D.C.,	for	a	“dramatic	festival”	(Egging	43,	Beech	118).	I	have	also	found	an	additional	production	in	
1927	in	Uniontown,	Pennsylvania	at	the	St.	Paul	A.M.E.	Church	by	the	students	of	the	Semper	Fidelis	Sunday	
school	class.	(“Uniontown,	PA,”	The	Pittsburgh	Courier,	4	June	1927).		
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	 I	have	found	two	additional	productions	not	listed	by	Egging	or	any	other	scholar	of	the	play.	
These	additional	productions	tell	a	more	complete	story	about	the	circulation	of	the	text	and	the	desire	
for	its	performance.	On	May	25th,	June	1st,	and	June	5th	the	Kansas	City	Sun	ran	notices	advertising	the	
production	of	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen	at	Lincoln	High	School	in	Kansas	City,	Missouri	as	part	of	their	
graduation	week	festivities	in	mid-June.	The	notice	reads:		
Wednesday	Evening,	June	5th	Alumni	Entertainment	and	play	“Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen,”	
Alice	Dunbar-Nelson;	eight	characters.	The	local	Alumni	is	making	elaborate	plans	for	a	
fine	program	on	this	evening.	Lincoln	High	School	Auditorium.	Admission	free.	
(“Graduation	Notice,	”Kansas	City	Sun	6	June	1918).		
This	African	American	school,	first	organized	in	1865,	brought	students	from	around	Missouri	together	
for	their	education.	I	also	found	an	additional	production	listed	in	July	1918	edition	of	The	Crisis,	oddly	
several	scholars	who	list	this	issue	in	their	bibliography	because	it	holds	Du	Bois’s	“Close	Ranks”	missed	
the	notice	at	the	back	of	the	magazine.	It	reads:	“Mt.	Olivet	Baptist	Church,	New	York	City,	has	
celebrated	its	fortieth	anniversary.	Among	other	things	it	gave	the	play,	“Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen”	by	Alice	
Dunbar-Nelson,	recently	published	in	The	Crisis”	(“Horizon,”	The	Crisis,	137	July	1918).	This	listing	in	the	
“Horizon”	section	of	the	magazine,	a	general	of	listing	educational	and	cultural	monthly	events,	is	under	
the	Church	category.	This	African	American	church,	started	in	1876,	has	been	housed	in	Harlem	since	
1925	but	briefly	occupied	a	building	on	161	West	53rd	Street	where	this	performance	of	Mine	Eyes	Have	
Seen	most	likely	took	place.	
This	additional	research	of	the	production	history	makes	clear	that	there	were	confirmed	
performances	at	high	schools	in	Delaware,	Washington	D.C.,	and	Kansas	City,	MO	and	multiple	
productions	at	churches	in	St.	Paul	Minnesota	and	in	New	York	City.	Even	without	other	productions,	
which	most	likely	occurred	but	were	not	recorded,	this	pattern	demonstrates	that	the	work	circulated	in	
major	Northern	and	Midwestern	cities	with	large	black	communities.	These	performances	conform	to	
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the	precise	ways	that	Mitchell	stated	that	plays	in	African	American	periodicals	would	be	performed;	at	
schools	and	churches	and	by	amateurs.			
	
PERFORMANCES	OF	MINE	EYES	HAVE	SEEN	
	 In	this	section,	I	examine	these	performances	from	a	variety	of	perspectives	to	think	through	the	
ramifications	of	considering	the	work	as	a	performed	text	while	unearthing	the	utility	of	the	new	
archival	research	about	the	number	and	circulation	of	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen	during	the	First	World	War.	
These	performances	were	community-centric,	performed	by	amateur	actors,	and	primarily,	if	not	
exclusively,	in	African	American	settings.	Despite	greater	knowledge	of	the	number	of	productions	and	
their	variety	of	locations	there	is	very	little	archival	evidence	about	the	performance	choices	in	these	
productions.	It	is	this	dearth	of	information	that	has	resulted	in	scholars	of	the	play	ignoring	elements	of	
performance	in	favor	of	a	literary	analysis	of	the	work.	New	knowledge	of	productions	makes	it	
necessary	to	engage	with	the	possibilities	of	how	these	performances	were	enacted	and	anchor	textual	
analysis	with	the	realities	of	performance.		
	
PERFORMANCE	LOCATION		
The	play	was	performed	at	all	African	American	high	schools	in	Delaware,	Washington	D.C.	and	
Kansas	City,	MO	and	African	American	churches	in	St.	Paul,	Minnesota	and	in	New	York	City.	All	
performances	were	amateur	and	most	were	done	as	part	of	larger	celebrations	in	the	community	
including	high	school	graduations,	the	40th	anniversary	of	the	Mt.	Olivet	Church,	and	patriotic	benefits.	
The	only	information	that	is	known	is	that	the	play	was	publicized	by	the	organization	either	in	the	local	
African	American	newspaper	or	in	The	Crisis.	Since	the	play	is	listed	as	part	of	these	celebrations	it	
seems	clear	that	the	play	was	known	in	African	American	communities,	people	were	familiar	with	the	
work	and	would	have	looked	forward	to	its	performance.	These	locations	demonstrate	that	African	
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American	communities	sought	to	utilize	the	play	as	a	way	to	articulate	their	relationship	to	the	nation	
during	the	war	through	the	practice	of	performance.	The	openness	of	the	texts	allows	for	multiple	
possibilities	of	how	African	American	citizenship	may	have	been	articulated,	but	it	is	apparent	that	the	
work	was	important	as	an	exploration	and	presentation	of	this	citizenship.		
	
THE	ACTORS	AND	DIRECTORS	OF	MINE	EYES	HAVE	SEEN		 	
There	is	little	knowledge	about	who	performed	in	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen	but	the	majority	of	
performances	of	the	play	would	have	been	by	young	people,	though	there	is	not	enough	evidence	to	say	
this	for	the	Mt.	Olivet	church	performance.	The	Dunbar	High	School	performance	was	performed	by	
students	in	the	junior	class,	as	evidenced	by	Posey’s	letter,	and	the	Howard	High	School	performance	
involved	students	in	Dunbar-Nelson’s	English	class	including	her	niece,	Patricia	Young.	The	Pilgrim	
Baptist	Church,	St.	Paul	Minnesota	performances	were	performed	by	the	Invincible	Sunday	School	Class,	
most	likely	the	young	men	and	women	who	were	still	in	high	school	and	attended	the	church	and	its	
weekly	religious	school.	While	the	listing	looking	for	actors	for	the	Lincoln	High	School	in	Kansas	City,	
Missouri	performances	does	mention	age	it	is	likely	that	since	the	production	was	for	a	high	school	
graduation	weekend,	organized	by	a	recent	alumni,	actors	would	be	current	and	former	students.		
	 Since	high	school	students	enacted	the	majority	of	performances,	it	is	obvious	that	the	majority	
of	the	student-actors	were	only	slightly	younger	than	their	characters.	In	the	text,	Lucy	is	around	20,	Dan	
around	30,	and	Chris	is	youngest	but	his	age	is	not	provided.	Importantly,	the	young	men	in	the	show	
would	have	been	or	would	be	in	a	very	similar	position	to	Chris	as	they	approached	their	requirement	to	
register	for	the	military	under	the	Selective	Service	Act.	What	would	it	mean	for	a	young	African	
American	man	so	close	to	being	drafted	or	enlisting	to	enact	the	conflicted	character	of	Chris?	How	
might	the	final	moment	of	Chris’s	decision	be	altered	as	the	actor	processed	his	own	feelings	about	war,	
military	service,	family	and	national	obligation?	How	might	performing	the	text	provide	an	educational	
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experience	about	debating	civic	issues	in	the	private	space	of	the	home	and	the	public	space	of	theatre?	
The	audience	would	also	be	in	the	position	of	seeing	both	Chris	but	the	refracted	image	of	their	own	
children,	brothers,	friends,	and	neighbors	as	both	the	play	and	the	actors	within	it	explore	what	it	means	
to	leave	for	war.		
	 The	production	for	which	we	have	the	most	information	is	the	final	July	performance	at	the	
Pilgrim	Baptist	Church,	St.	Paul	Minnesota.	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen	was	one	piece	of	an	evening	of	
entertainment	that	helps	to	contextualize	the	play	within	both	the	community	in	which	it	was	
performed	and	the	period	of	the	war.	Students	from	Invincible	Sunday	School	Class	produced	and	
performed	the	play	and	it	was	directed	by	Nellie	Francis,	her	husband	was	prominent	African	American	
lawyer	W.	T.	Francis,	who	was	the	president	of	the	Everywoman	Suffrage	Club.	This	club	was	an	all	
African	American	women’s	club	in	Minnesota	that	lobbied	for	voting	rights	and	the	political	and	
education	advancements	of	African	American	women.	The	evening	began	with	the	singing	of	the	Star	
Spangled	Banner	by	the	actors	and	the	audience.	This	primary	performance	element	demonstrates	that	
the	line	between	actor	and	audience	are	already	blurred.	The	singing	of	patriotic	songs	became	of	more	
popular	activity	during	the	war	as	a	method	to	demonstrate	and	establish	national	loyalty.	In	
introducing	this	evening	of	performances	with	a	nationalistic	and	flag-centric	song	the	group	established	
their	connection	as	a	loyal	American	community	in	a	time	of	war.	The	newspaper	notes	that	next	section	
of	performance	was	the	singing	of	folk	songs	but	unfortunately	it	does	not	give	specifics.		
The	addition	of	an	“instructive	address	on	‘baby	welfare’”	may	seem	out	of	place	but	child	
welfare	was	one	of	the	aspects	of	the	work	of	African	American	women	in	the	war	effort.	As	Dunbar-
Nelson	states	in	her	“Negro	Women	and	War	Work”	chapter,	more	women	entering	the	hard	labor	of	
the	workforce	was	seen	to	have	a	potentially	devastating	impact	on	their	children.	She	wrote:	
	This	employment	of	the	women	could	not	but	react	upon	the	child,	with	a	consequent	
lowering	of	child	vitality	and	raising	of	infant	mortality.	It	was	this	condition	which	the	
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Council	of	Defense	…[wanted]	to	forestall…	Hence	the	establishment	of	stations	where	
babies	were	weighed,	measured,	tested,	and	placed	under	weekly	supervision	with	
competent	nurses	in	charge.	(Dunbar-Nelson,	“Negro	women”	386).		
Increasing	child	welfare	became	part	of	a	patriotic	mission	because	women	had	to	leave	the	home	to	
work	the	jobs	the	men	had	left	and	there	was	great	fear	that	children	would	suffer	without	the	constant	
attention	of	their	mothers.	In	the	context	of	the	church	community,	patriotic	and	folksongs;	family	
instruction;	and	war-themed	theatre	are	brought	together	as	an	evening	of	patriotic	entertainment.		
	
LINGERING	QUESTIONS	ABOUT	THE	PERFORMANCE	
Unfortunately,	there	is	no	information	about	production	choices	for	any	of	the	known	
performances.	There	is	no	information	on	actors	or	their	choices,	design	elements,	or	reception.	In	order	
to	gain	a	clearer	understanding	the	play	in	performance,	I	directed	a	staged	reading	of	Mine	Eyes	Have	
Seen	with	African	American	actors	from	the	University	of	Illinois	Department	of	Theatre	and	community	
actors	from	Champaign-Urbana	in	the	fall	of	2014.	My	experience	directing	the	production	can	solely	be	
in	a	contemporary	context	but	as	a	piece	of	theatre	the	questions	and	challenges	the	play	raises	are,	
sadly,	still	quite	relevant.	The	actors	involved	in	the	production	debated	Chris’s	decision	by	carefully	
examining	the	arguments	presented	by	each	character.	They	also	discussed	their	own	conflicts	with	
national	belonging	and	social	inclusion	including	experiences	with	racism,	microagressions,	and	
resistance.	Many	of	the	actors	spoke	of	family	members	who	served	in	the	military	and	their	own	
complicated	relationships	to	African	American	patriotism.	I	did	not	provide	actors	with	any	historical	
background	on	productions	of	the	play	or	the	notation	by	Dunbar-Nelson	in	her	manuscript	and	
encouraged	them	to	come	to	their	own	decision	about	the	end	of	the	play.	I	did	provide	them	two	
columns	by	Du	Bois,	“Close	Ranks”	(1918)	and	“Returning	Soldiers”	(1919),	both	published	in	The	Crisis,	
which	provided	historical	and	affective	context	for	the	period.	I	circulated	these	materials	in	order	to	
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demonstrate	that	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen	was	part	of	larger	conversation	about	African	American	military	
service	during	the	Great	War	and	that	theatre	was	part	of	those	dialogues	on	race	and	citizenship.		
I	was	particularly	interested	in	the	tablework	discussion	with	the	actors	playing	for	Mrs.	O’Neill	
and	Jake,	the	two	non-African	American	characters	in	the	play.	Due	to	racial	segregation	and	the	spaces	
these	plays	were	performed	in,	schools	and	churches,	it	would	be	extremely	unlikely	that	these	parts	
would	have	been	played	by	White	performers.	In	enacting	White	characters,	actors	would	have	been	
able	to	explore	what	Whiteness	meant	to	them,	what	Jewish	or	Irishness	meant	to	them,	and	what	it	
would	mean	to	act	a	racialized	part	that	was	not	of	their	race.	Certainly,	Mrs.	O’Neill’s	thick	Irish	dialect	
written	to	the	script	would	signal	to	an	actor	how	to	mimic	the	intonation	of	a	stage	Irishman	but	how	
would	Jake’s	continual	use	“eh”	to	punctuate	his	sentences	manifest	Jewish	on	stage?	How	might	Mrs.	
O’Neill	and	Jake’s	discussion	of	how	both	of	their	peoples,	the	Irish	and	the	Jews,	were	oppressed	and	
persecuted	be	performed	and	received	when	played	by	young	African	Americans?	The	African	American	
actors	cast	in	these	roles	were	intrigued	by	the	opportunity	to	consider	the	use	of	these	characters	in	
the	narrative	and	how	to	create	their	performance.		
Both	actors’	first	inclination	was	to	create	an	exaggerated	stereotype.	However,	their	
performances	felt	disconnected	from	the	rest	of	the	actors	leading	to	comic	interactions.	Furthermore,	
it	was	challenging	to	transition	into	the	dramatic	moments	for	their	characters	once	they	had	embraced	
the	use	of	stereotype.	Since	this	work	was	written	for	amateur	performers	there	is	a	distinct	possibility	
that	actors	might	choose	to	maintain	the	comedic	aspects	of	the	work.	In	our	production,	the	actors	
decided	to	perform	these	characters	as	realistically	as	possible,	akin	to	the	choices	of	the	other	actors.	
Nevertheless,	Mrs.	O’Neill	and	Jake	were	always	oddly	displaced	as	if	they	belonged	in	a	different	play,	a	
different	world.	I	believe	that	Dunbar-Nelson	crafted	a	multi-racial	world	in	order	to	bring	together	
broader	debates	about	national	loyalty	and	military	service.	In	relying	on	some	elements	of	stereotypes	
to	create	these	characters,	she	made	it	easier	for	amateur	actors	to	understand	these	characters	when	
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they	might	not	have	known	any	Irish	or	Jewish	people.	However,	these	characters	are	also	at	a	distance.	
They	are	in	the	world	of	the	play	and	they	offer	significant	arguments	for	the	war	while	also	re-affirming	
that	race	and	class	add	complexities	to	national	loyalty.	In	creating	a	play	where	amateur	African	
Americans	actors	would	portrayal	Irish	and	Jewish	neighbors,	Dunbar-Nelson	allows	for	an	exploration,	
both	by	the	actor	and	with	the	audience,	about	the	way	that	the	African	American	experience	is	distinct	
from	the	White	immigrant	experience.		
In	my	production,	all	of	the	actors	expressed	that	the	script	allowed	for	a	multiplicity	of	
meanings	and	has	an	enduring	resonance.	Koritha	Mitchell	has	argued	that	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen	is	a	
part	of	larger	process	of	negotiation	in	racial	citizenship	for	African	Americans.	Mitchell	states	that,	“it	is	
only	because	blacks	found	way	to	vent	their	doubts	and	anxieties	about	being	loyal	to	the	nation	that	
they	could	muster	any	verbal	loyalty	at	all	(94).”	The	actors	involved	in	this	production	debated	whether	
Chris	chose	to	go	to	war,	as	I	imagine	audiences	would	have	in	1918	and	after,	examining	the	details	of	
the	plays	to	better	understand	its	ending.	This	is	the	power	of	the	ambiguous	ending	on	the	page	and	in	
performance.	Scholars	who	have	decided	and	communicated	that	Chris	must	go	to	war,	through	the	use	
archival	evidence	that	would	not	have	been	known	to	the	average	reader	or	audience	members	and	
evidence	and	from	one	newspaper	article,	take	away	the	real	power	of	the	play	to	engage	the	audience	
in	Chris’s	decision.		
	
CONCLUSION	
Throughout	this	chapter,	I	have	analyzed	Alice	Dunbar-Nelson’s	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen,	the	only	
African	American	play	to	be	written,	published,	and	performed	during	US	active	engagement	in	the	First	
World	War	in	order	to	assess	the	ways	in	which	is	depicts	notions	of	race	and	citizenship	during	the	
period.	I	focused	on	Dunbar-Nelson,	her	biography	and	war	work	in	order	to	argue	that	her	writing	of	
the	play	was	part	of	broader	commitment	to	African	American	activism	and	her	conflicted	feelings	about	
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the	Great	War.	I	discussed	the	publication	of	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen	in	The	Crisis	in	April	of	1918,	her	only	
published	play,	comes	out	of	this	period	of	her	life	and	work	and	dramatizes	this	conflict	between	racism	
and	citizenship.		
In	analyzing	the	play	itself,	I	have	argued	that	it	demonstrates	a	marked	ambiguity	that	remains	
unresolved	leaving	it	up	to	reader,	performers,	and	audiences	to	decide	Chris’s	fate.	The	dramatization	
of	Chris’s	dilemma,	whether	he	will	commit	to	the	draft	and	serve	in	the	military	or	apply	for	exemption,	
is	surrounded	in	the	play	by	experiences	of	racism,	conceptions	of	loyalty	and	duty,	family	obligation,	
and	the	history	of	African	American	military	service.	In	focusing	on	the	openness	of	the	text,	I	expose	
the	how	debate	of	whether	he	serves	obscure	the	intentions	of	the	text	and	miss	its	desire	to	activate	
the	audience	in	the	decision-making	process.	I	link	this	to	history	of	“The	Battle	Hymn	of	the	Republic”	
and	the	history	that	Dunbar-Nelson	signals	in	using	the	song	as	the	title	and	in	the	final	moments	of	the	
text.	Although,	the	song	discusses	valor	in	war	it	also	calls	upon	a	history	of	US	racial	violence	and	an	
appropriation	of	African	American	history.	I	advocate	that	in	the	context	of	the	play	it	is	not	clear	what	
Chris’s	eyes	have	seen	but	it	is	clear	that	his	choices	are	limited.	He	is	not	pulled	toward	the	window	
with	the	other	characters	that	support	the	war	but	stands	alone,	at	the	center,	attempting	to	survive	in	
oppressive	circumstances.		
	 My	discussion	of	productions	and	new	archival	evidence	of	additional	performances	
demonstrates	the	desire	by	African	Americans	to	create,	circulate,	read,	and	stage	cultural	products	
about	their	place	in	the	war	effort.	In	adding	to	the	number	of	productions	and	its	variety	of	locals	there	
is	now	a	more	complete	picture	of	the	history	of	this	text	in	performance.	Undoubtedly,	there	were	
other	performances	that	were	not	recorded	in	major	African	American	newspapers	that	are	now	lost.	In	
high	schools	and	churches	the	play	help	to	gather	people	together	in	support	of	and	in	celebration	of	
events	and	causes	that	affected	the	community.	Amateur	performers	and	directors	presented	the	play	
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demonstrating	their	interest	in	tackling	the	question	of	citizenship	in	a	time	when	coercive	patriotism	
pressured	groups	to	conform	without	discussion	or	exploration	of	their	status	in	the	nation.		
My	analysis	of	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen	provides	a	significant	demonstration	that	African	Americans	
used	theatre	to	discuss	and	debate	their	relationship	to	the	First	World	War.	The	play	offers	insight	into	
the	complex	negotiations	of	racial	identity	and	citizenship	by	depicting	Chris,	his	family,	and	his	
community	as	they	argue	about	what	it	meant	to	be	an	African	American	in	America	at	the	height	of	the	
war.	The	openness	of	the	text	demonstrates	Dunbar-Nelson’s	commitment	to	acknowledging	conflicting	
feelings	of	belonging	and	rightful	anger	directed	toward	the	nation.	In	the	context	of	the	rash	of	
violence	that	was	directed	at	African	American	soldiers	both	during	and	after	the	war,	including	the	
Houston	Incident	and	the	bloody	conflicts	during	The	Red	Summer	of	1919,	it	is	clear	that	even	if	Chris	
chooses	military	service	it	will	not	protect	him	from	being	a	target	of	racism.	In	leaving	the	audience	to	
decide	Chris’s	fate,	Dunbar-Nelson	asks	the	audience	to	position	themselves,	like	Chris,	at	the	center	of	
things	considering	their	choice	in	the	face	of	only	difficult	paths.	If	there	is	any	hope	in	the	text	is	only	
communicated	in	the	final	moment	of	dignified	silence	where	Chris	and	each	individual	audience	
member	chooses	to	claim	their	own	vision	of	what	their	eyes	might	see	in	the	future.		
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CHAPTER	6	
	
CONCLUSION	
	 	
	 The	official	moment	of	the	Armistice	for	the	Great	War	was	celebrated	on	November	11,	1918	
at	11am,	Paris	time.	In	the	early	morning	hours,	crowds	of	thousands	of	New	Yorkers	gathered	at	the	
shoreline	to	witness	the	illumination	of	the	Statue	of	Liberty	as	a	symbol	of	global	peace	(Capozzola	
206).	On	the	battlefields	of	Europe,	soldiers	held	their	breath	not	quite	believing	the	truce	would	be	
honored.	By	nightfall	of	the	11th,	these	men,	still	at	their	posts,	built	massive	fires	–long	forbidden	at	the	
front	–	for	warmth,	companionship,	and	celebration	(Kennedy	202).	On	the	American	homefront,	fire	
also	took	a	prominent	place	in	Armistice	celebrations	as	effigies	of	the	German	Kaiser	burned	on	stakes	
paraded	through	streets.	For	example,	celebrations	in	New	York	quickly	changed	from	one	of	peace	to	
performances	of	retribution	as	the	residents	of	the	area	of	Yorkville,	in	Manhattan,	held	a	mock	trial	for	
the	Kaiser.	The	mob	carried	an	effigy	of	the	figure	into	the	local	courthouse,	a	men’s	night	court,	and	
demanded	the	judge	try	the	case	and	render	sentencing.	The	judge	maintained	the	verisimilitude	of	the	
event	and	only	handed	down	the	maximum	sentence	under	his	authority,	a	disappointing	six	months	in	
a	workhouse.	The	crowd	balked	and	brought	the	effigy	into	the	street	for	burning	as	a	band	played,	
“There’ll	Be	a	Hot	Time	in	the	Old	Town	Tonight	(Capozzola	206).”	In	Preston,	Idaho,	the	small	town	
dismantled	their	outhouses	and	brought	them	to	the	town	square	for	burning	calling	it	“Schitty	of	
Berlin.”	In	Burrton,	Kansas,	a	Mennonite	farmer	narrowly	escaped	lynching	for	skipping	the	Armistice	
celebrations	relieved	that	the	mob	settled	for	burning	“buggies	and	things	(Capozzola	206-207).”	Fire	
offered	the	opportunity	for	the	same	communal	gathering	as	it	did	on	the	battlefield	but	on	the	
homefront	it	was	also	paired	with	a	destructive	glee.	This	obsession	with	fire	offers	a	compelling	symbol	
for	considering	the	war	itself	–	a	site	where	patriotism	was	reinforced	through	destruction	and	violence.	
The	heat	of	the	flame	served	as	a	comforting	feeling	for	those	who	could	belong	in	its	warmth	and	
safety	and	an	imminent	threat	of	the	violence	for	those	who	could	not	or	would	not	belong	in	the	
		
203	
gathering	of	community.	That	the	celebration	of	peace	used	a	weapon	of	violence	is	only	surprising	if	
one	assumes	the	end	of	war	immediately	and	abruptly	concluded	the	desire	to	annihilate	the	enemy.		
	 The	most	enduring	element	of	First	World	War	anti-Germanism	was	the	Volstead	Act	of	1919	
that	prohibited	the	manufacturing	and	sale	of	any	beverage	with	more	than	0.5	percent	alcohol.	The	
Eighteenth	Amendment	was	a	product	of	war	hysteria	as	the	brewery	industry	was	predominately	
German	and	drinking	in	beer	gardens	and	social	clubs	was	a	significant	aspect	of	German-American	
culture.	The	legislation	brought	together	the	growing	strength	of	women’s	organizations,	particularly	
the	National	Woman’s	Christian	Temperance	Union	(WCTU),	with	the	fear	of	German	disloyalty.	
Temperance	groups	maintained	that	criminalizing	drinking	would	help	women	by	ending	men’s	immoral,	
distressing,	and	embarrassing	behavior	including	domestic	violence	and	martial	rape,	extramarital	affairs	
and	the	potential	spread	of	sexually	transmitted	diseases,	and	homo-social	exploits	of	public	rowdiness	
and	unruly	behavior.	That	the	law	would	end	the	major	business	of	the	German	elite	in	the	US	and	
destroy	the	heart	of	German	communities	in	the	post-war	was	not	something	missed	by	those	who	
advocated	for	the	passage	of	the	bill	(Tolzmann	298-299).	In	1919,	the	Senate	sub-committee	on	the	
Judiciary	held	a	series	of	hearings	investigating	The	United	States	Brewers’	Association,	a	collection	of	
German	brewers	operating	in	the	US.	The	committee’s	report,	Brewing	and	Liquor	Interests	and	German	
and	Bolshevik	Propaganda,	charged	German	brewers	with	using	their	economic	and	cultural	influence	
during	the	war	years	to	spread	anti-American	propaganda	(Tolzmann	298-299).		Soon,	those	of	German	
descent	would	be	identified	with	the	growing	post-war	fear	of	communism.		
	In	pairing	this	investigation	with	a	search	for	Bolshevik	influences,	the	Senate	sub-committee,	
the	first	congressional	committee	to	investigate	Communism,	signaled	the	future	hunts	for	Un-American	
activity	in	the	1930s	and	1940s.	The	fear	of	Bolsheviks	would	only	increase	through	1919	and	1920	as	
Attorney	General	A.	Mitchell	Palmer	launched	his	campaign	against	radicalism	in	his	“raids.”	Palmer	
created	the	First	Red	Scare	with	the	help	of	the	young	but	ambitious	head	of	the	Bureau	of	
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Investigation’s	new	General	Intelligence	Division,	J.	Edgar	Hoover	(Morgan	74).	The	sub-committee’s	
work	demonstrates	that	the	mechanisms	through	which	Germans	were	constructed	as	disloyal,	
duplicitous,	and	anti-American	served	as	the	convenient	template	for	the	creation	of	the	Communist	
enemy.	Historian	Christopher	Capozzola	has	argued	that	the	easy	slippage	from	accusations	of	“pro-
German”	loyalty	to	“Bolshevik”	sympathies	was	“seamless…because	both	culture	and	institutions	had	
made	the	terms	synonymous	(201).”	That	the	dying	embers	of	German	harassment	should	overlap	with	
the	burgeoning	hunt	for	Communists	reveals	the	political	utility	of	having	an	enemy	of	the	state.	
Prohibition	lasted	from	January	16,	1920	to	December	5,	1933	when	the	18th	Amendment	was	repealed.	
The	law	was	seen	as	a	resounding	failure	that	opened	the	country	up	to	organized	crime	and	made	the	
vast	majority	of	everyday	American	lawbreakers.	However,	like	the	targeting	of	German	language	
education,	the	German	press,	and	other	German	cultural	productions,	the	law	was	successful	in	
destroying	the	economic	power	of	German	business	owners	and	was	a	primary	factor	in	the	decline	of	
the	prominence	of	German	community	groups	(Tolzmann	300).		
Although	Germans	would	never	again,	even	in	the	Second	World	War,	have	the	same	
vulnerability	to	violence,	or	as	Ruth	Wilson	Gilmore	would	say	a	“vulnerability	to	premature	death	(28),”	
the	desire	to	harass,	humiliate,	torture,	and	kill	those	who	were	deemed	as	irrevocability	unable	to	
assimilate	would	continue.	The	racialization	of	Germans	was	temporary;	a	condition	of	the	war	years	to	
create	an	enemy	out	of	a	people	whose	history	on	American	land	was	as	old	as	any	other	European	
group.	New	German	immigrants	and	particularly	patriotic	Germans	were	easy	targets	but	this	
enemization	sought	to	surpass	the	visible	markers	of	difference	in	order	to	argue	that	Germans	were	
innately	inferior.	Through	changes	in	laws,	scientific	racism,	and	wartime	propaganda,	the	German	
enemy	was	created	both	on	the	battlefields	of	Europe	and	on	the	American	homefront.	The	end	of	
widespread	harassment	of	Germans	after	the	war	is	a	testament	to	the	effectiveness	of	wartime	
racialized	propaganda.	As	quickly	as	Germans	were	pushed	out	the	community	of	American	citizenship,	
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they	were	just	as	quickly	allowed	to	return	to	the	fold,	albeit	with	one	source	of	their	livelihood	
eliminated.	The	war	years	quickened	the	process	of	German-American	assimilation	as	Germans	changed	
their	last	names,	stopped	speaking	their	language	and	teaching	it	to	their	children,	and	saw	the	end	of	
German	language	papers.	The	violence	of	the	war	ultimately	made	Germans	more	American	as	they	
assimilated	to	survive	and	solidified	their	inclusion	as	White	Americans	in	the	post-war	era.	
	 However,	1919	would	be	very	different	for	African	Americans	as	the	assumption	that	providing	
military	service	would	lead	to	increased	civil	rights	failed	returning	soldiers	miserably.	At	first	African	
Americans	were	publically	thanked	for	their	service	by	the	federal	government	and	the	public,	both	
White	and	African	American.	For	example,	on	February	17,	1919,	a	racially	integrated	crowd	of	tens	of	
thousands	welcomed	home	almost	3,000	African	Americans	soldiers	in	a	parade	down	New	York’s	Fifth	
Avenue,	just	one	of	the	celebrations	of	this	kind.	Expressions	such	as	these	were	demonstrations	of	
wartime	gratitude	but	they	were	not	a	harbinger	of	a	general	change	in	racial	attitudes.	Military	leaders	
and	the	Wilson	Administration	were	actually	quite	knowledgeable	that	returning	African	Americans	
soldiers	would	have	expectations	for	greater	civil	rights	and	attempted	to	prepare	them	for	their	
disappointment.	Many	of	these	soldiers	were	given	a	YMCA	pamphlet,	“A	Greeting	to	our	Colored	
Soldiers”	which	contained	advice	for	re-integrating	into	civilian	life.	It	also	included	a	call	for	patience	
with	racial	equality	so	that	“not	all	at	once-	perhaps,	but	slowly	and	surely	–	a	better	day	will	dawn	for	
you	and	your	children	(Mjagkij	143).”	The	prominent	African	American	activist	and	writer	of	The	
American	Negro	in	the	World	War,	Emmett	J.	Scott,	remarked	that	he	felt	“personally	a	deep	sense	of	
disappointment,	of	poignant	pain,	that	a	great	country	in	time	of	need	should	promise	so	much	and	
afterwards	perform	so	little	(Mjagski	145).”	As	recognition	for	military	service	and	sacrifice	African	
American	soldiers,	and	the	community,	expected	to	receive	greater	civil	rights	but	instead	were	
instructed	to	have	patience.	In	response	to	this	disappointment	many	African	Americans	now	reasoned	
that	equality	would	not	be	given	by	the	State	and	took	on	greater	actions	towards	self-determination.	In	
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response	to	this	wave	of	African	American	autonomy,	Whites	across	the	country	would	react	with	
violence.	1919	would	be	a	year	of	racial	violence	on	a	mass	scale	so	brutal	and	bloody	that	African	
American	activist	James	Weldon	Johnson	would	call	that	summer	and	early	fall,	the	Red	Summer	
(McWhirter	13).		
	 In	1919,	there	were	seventy-seven	lynchings,	up	from	sixty-three	from	the	prior	year,	and	
twenty-six	riots	where	White	communities	attacked	African	American	communities.	The	worst	of	these	
violent	altercations	was	in	Chicago.	On	a	hot	July	day,	seventeen-year-old	Eugene	Williams	splashed	in	
the	waves	with	his	friends	and	he	forgot,	for	just	a	moment,	the	invisible	line	in	the	water	that	
separated	the	races.	Swiftly,	Whites	on	the	shore	saw	that	he	had	violated	the	color	line	that	separated	
the	25th	street	African	American	beach	from	the	White	29th	street	beach.	They	grabbed	rocks	and	threw	
them	at	the	young	man’s	head	until	it	could	no	longer	been	seen	above	the	water.	Williams’s	drowning	
would	set	off	five	days	of	violence	in	the	city,	mostly	on	the	south	side,	as	roving	mobs	attacked	each	
other	in	the	streets.	In	the	end,	twenty-three	African	Americans	were	dead,	fifteen	Whites	were	dead,	
and	there	were	over	500	injuries,	the	majority	by	far	were	African	American	(Armstrong,	“The	1919	Race	
Riots”).	The	riot	also	led	to	over	a	million	dollars	in	property	damage	and	left	more	than	1,000	families	
homeless,	mostly	African	Americans	(Mjagski	145).	The	Hamburg	Athletic	Club,	an	Irish	immigrant	gang	
named	for	the	German	roots	of	the	South	Side	neighborhood	of	Bridgeport,	instigated	the	majority	of	
the	violence.	The	future	mayor	of	Chicago,	Richard	J.	Daley,	was	a	member	of	the	Hamburgs	at	that	time	
but,	although	questioned	several	times,	would	not	address	what	role	he	played	in	the	attacks	on	
Africans	Americans	(Armstrong,	“The	1919	Race	Riots”).	This	period	of	anti-African	American	violence	
was	a	rejection	of	increased	visibility	and	economic	vitality	and	a	way	for	Whites	–	from	various	
backgrounds	–	find	a	common	enemy	in	the	African	American	community.		
	 Similar	violent	incidents	occurred	all	over	the	country	in	response	to	minor	violations	of	the	
color	line,	a	reaction	to	the	broader	change	sweeping	the	nation.	Returning	White	soldiers	came	home	
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to	cities	and	towns	where	large	populations	of	African	Americans	now	lived,	due	the	Great	Migration,	
and	found	these	men	working	their	former	jobs.	For	example,	Chicago	had	so	many	unemployed	White	
veterans	that	local	factory	owners	attempted	to	convince	African	Americans	to	return	south	through	
propaganda	notices,	but	most	new	residents	were	not	responsive	to	this	request	(McWhirter	19).	The	
North	was	now	a	dangerous	place,	but	it	was	no	more	dangerous	than	the	rural	south	and	only	the	
North	could	provide	higher	paying	jobs.	The	summer	and	fall	of	1919	would	not	stop	the	Great	
Migration,	but	the	war	changed	economic	and	social	relationships	between	the	races	and	the	violence	
sent	a	clear	message	that	any	hope	of	achieving	racial	equality	would	not	given	by	the	White	majority	
and	would	need	to	be	achieved	through	revolutionary	action.	
	 The	war	had	changed	things.	Historian	Richard	Slotkin	argues	that	from	1880	onward	African	
Americans	rarely	defended	themselves	during	race	riots	because	even	the	smallest	actions	of	resistance	
were	used	as	an	excuse	to	destroy	whole	communities	(436).	In	the	aftermath	of	war,	this	was	no	longer	
the	case	as	veterans	led	armed	groups	of	African	Americans	in	defending	their	homes	and	
neighborhoods,	many	times	using	German	guns	and	ammunitions	seized	during	overseas	military	service	
(Mjagkij	146).	This	new	militarism,	an	armed	African	American	resistance	movement,	was	a	response	to	
the	disappointment	of	the	lack	of	rights	provided	in	the	post-war	period	as	much	as	it	was	a	response	to	
the	violence	of	the	race	riots.	Jamaican	immigrant	poet	Claude	McKay’s	1919	poem	“If	We	Must	Die”	
responded	to	the	Chicago	riot	and	advocated	this	new	approach	to	achieving	equality.	The	poem	ends,	
“Like	men	we’ll	face	the	murderous,	cowardly	pack/	Pressed	to	the	wall,	dying,	but	fighting	back!”	as	
McKay	brings	together	the	affective	language	of	war	with	the	demand	for	civil	rights.	This	new	mode	of	
bold	rebellion,	the	New	Negro	Movement,	was	supported	by	a	larger	cultural	and	political	crusade	that	
sought	to	create	a	seamless	integration	between	politics	and	the	arts.	The	Harlem	Renaissance	brought	
together	African	American	intellectuals	and	artists	striving	not	for	assimilation	but	“intellectual	
thought…in	the	form	of	a	reform-oriented,	cultural	nationalism	(Allen	52).”	The	arts	would	emerge	as	
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the	vital	place	for	promoting	and	maintaining	a	vision	of	African	American	community	and	advocacy	
providing	the	music,	the	novels,	the	poems,	and	the	plays	that	would	provide	the	foundation	for	the	
next	generation	of	civil	rights	artist-activists.		Quite	distinctive	from	the	harassed	German-immigrant	
population	that	quickly	folded	into	the	mainstream	of	American	society	following	the	war,	African	
Americans	were	fueled	by	the	war	to	take	greater	steps	towards	self-determination	and	defiant	
resistance	to	White	supremacist	violence.		
	 This	study,	Playing	American:	Race	and	Citizenship	in	American	Theatre	and	Performance	in	the	
Great	War,	1917-1919,	has	focused	on	the	brief	period	of	active	American	engagement	in	the	First	
World	War	demonstrating	the	centrality	of	theatre	and	performance	in	this	period.	I	have	focused	on	
those	of	German	descent	and	African	American	soldiers	in	order	to	analyze	how	performances	and	
practices	reflected,	responded	to,	and	reacted	against	conceptions	of	those	outside	the	notion	of	the	
White	American	citizen.	In	examining	the	role	of	race	and	citizenship	I	argue	that	performed	acts	of	
violence	were	central	to	the	experience	of	minority	citizens.	In	examining	German	immigrants,	I	locate	
the	period	of	the	Great	War	as	a	moment	in	which	the	construction	Whiteness	is	highly	visible.	The	
racialization	of	Germans	in	the	period	served	to	create	a	non-White	enemy	that	dehumanized	the	
population	and	placed	them	in	serious	danger.	The	acts	of	violence	taken	against	Germans	were	part	of	
a	broader	process	that	worked	to	dismantle	the	influence	and	vitality	of	German	American	communities	
as	a	means	of	emboldening	narrow	conceptions	of	acceptable	citizenship.	Many	of	those	of	German	
descent	were	able	to	assimilate	because	despite	their	racialization	their	White	skin	gave	them	the	ability	
to	successfully	perform	the	patriotic	rituals	that	kept	them	safe.	Others	either	could	not	or	would	not	
assimilate	and	were	more	vulnerable	to	the	ever-present	mob	ready	to	re-enforce	what	behavior	was	
deemed	acceptable	during	wartime.	An	examination	of	Friendly	Enemies	and	Prager’s	lynching	offers	
two	cases	of	the	choice	before	Germans	in	the	face	of	coercive	patriotism	through	performances	of	
violence.			
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	 African	Americans	were	already	historically	outside	the	community	of	White	American	
citizenship.	Their	participation	in	the	war	was	based	on	a	desire	to	demonstrate	honor	in	the	hopes	of	
greater	self-determination.	Performances	of	violence	terrified	many	German	immigrants	into	
assimilating,	but	terror	was	the	inescapable	reality	for	African	Americans,	particularly	in	the	South.	The	
period	of	the	First	World	War	was	a	turning	point	in	the	role	of	violence	and	a	source	of	productive	
anger,	rage,	and	fuel	for	the	desire	for	self-determination.	The	violence	of	the	war	provided	the	state’s	
need	for	soldiers	and	the	African	American	elite	hoped	that	the	conflict	would	be	an	opportunity	to	
show	valor	and	gain	respect.	This	strategy	came	with	complex	negotiations	that	asked	African	American	
men	to	serve	in	a	racially	segregated	military	for	a	country	that	denied	them	full	civil	rights.	The	military	
draft	offered	little	in	the	way	of	choices	as	African	Americans	who	were	called	up	either	enlisted	or	tried	
their	chances	with	local	draft	boards	that	rarely	provided	exemptions.	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen	is	an	
example	of	the	challenge	of	this	situation.	Once	in	the	military,	African	American	soldiers	were	
frequently	housed	in	White	communities	that	did	not	want	them	and	racial	tensions	emerged.	The	
Houston	Riot	stands	out	as	a	moment	when	incidents	of	violent	racism	enacted	by	Whites	were	
returned	with	violence.	In	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen,	Chris	is	on	the	precipice	of	change	while	the	men	of	the	
24th	pushed	back	against	the	White	supremacist	violence	with	his	own	opinions	and	advocating	for	self-
determination.	The	Houston	Riot	demonstrates	the	revolutionary	potential	of	the	resistance	and	
provides	a	brief	glimpse	into	the	future	where	more	than	ever	before	African	Americans	communally	
responded,	through	violent	and	non-violent	means,	to	White	supremacist	violence.			
	 In	chapter	1,	I	analyzed	Aaron	Hoffman	and	Samuel	Shipman’s	1918	Friendly	Enemies	
contextualizing	and	examining	key	moments	throughout	the	text	in	order	to	chart	how	the		
pro-German	Karl	assimilates	into	the	American	Charlie.	I	emphasized	that	despite	the	racialization	of	
Germans,	Karl’s	transition	from	enemy	to	friend	is	possible	because	he	ultimately	decides	to	act,	to	
perform,	the	modes	of	American	citizenship	that	are	deemed	acceptable	in	a	time	of	war.	His	
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performances	of	citizenship	are	perceived	as	truthful	because	he	is	visibly	White	and	able	to	traverse	the	
boundaries	of	his	racialization	and	be	accepted	as	fully	assimilated	citizen.	My	argument	focused	on	four	
key	moments	in	the	text	examined	through	close	reading,	historical	contextualization	and	critical	
analysis	including	discussions	of	the	enemization	of	German	culture,	the	creation	the	German	‘Hun’	as	
wartime	propaganda,	debates	about	American	loyalty,	and	finally,	Karl’s	transition	to	full	American	
assimilation.	These	moments	demonstrate	the	vitality	of	the	play	as	a	cultural	product	of	German	racial	
enemization.		
	 	My	discussion	of	the	domestic	and	international	success	of	the	play	demonstrates	that	this	
work	had	resonance	in	a	wartime	climate	rife	with	debates	about	immigrant	loyalty.	Critical	responses	
varied	but	the	majority	were	split	on	two	main	issues:	Did	Karl	assimilation	due	to	his	guilt	over	the	
death	of	his	son	or	because	a	German	spy	has	demonstrate	the	innate	brutality	of	Germans?	Was	the	
play	anti-American	or	anti-German?	The	public	debates	on	these	questions	demonstrate	that	the	play	
historically	functioned	within	a	stringent	political	landscape	with	a	narrow	view	of	citizenship	
performance.	I	argue	that	the	actor	playing	Karl	has	the	potential	to	offer	a	level	of	complexity	through	
negotiating	his	conflicted	feeling	and	dual	allegiances.	I	contend	that	play’s	popularity	and	legacy	
demonstrate	that	even	during	wartime	there	was	a	desire	to	see	German	immigrants	living	in	the	US	
accepting	America	as	their	home.	Karl,	despite	his	status	as	a	racialized	German	enemy,	is	still	depicted	
as	a	desired	member	of	American	society.	Karl’s	Whiteness	allows	him,	through	embodied	
performances,	to	transition	into	American	culture.	Despite	this	temporary	moment	of	racialization,	
Germans	were	able	to	fully	assimilate	and	continue	to	receive	the	privileges	of	American	citizenship.		
	 In	chapter	two,	I	focused	on	the	racialized	enemization	of	German	immigrants	through	the	
harassment,	torture,	and	lynching	of	Robert	Prager	and	the	subsequent	trial	of	the	members	of	the	mob	
in	Collinsville,	IL	in	April	of	1918.	The	violence	that	exists	on	the	unseen	margins	of	Friendly	Enemies	did	
not	need	to	be	fully	explained	to	audiences	who	would	have	been	familiar	with	the	incidents	of	anti-
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German	harassment	during	the	war	years.	In	contextualizing	Prager’s	death,	I	examine	the	use	of	
lynching	as	performance	of	violence	that	imbricated	anti-Germanism	with	the	brutal	and	terrorizing	
spectacle	that	targeted	African	Americans	and	their	communities.	I	discuss	the	role	of	vigilantism,	the	
rise	of	the	lynch	mob	in	American	culture,	and	scholarship	on	lynching	as	a	performance.	Next,	I	
historicize	Robert	Prager’s	murder	through	examining	significant	events	and	how	he	came	to	be	
suspected	as	a	German	spy.	I	analyze	Prager’s	lynching	as	a	violent	performance	of	racialization	meant	
to	embolden	White	supremacy	and	American	patriotism.	I	turn	to	the	trial	of	the	lynch	mob	in	order	to	
investigate	how	it	became	a	discussion	of	patriotic	loyalty	and	relied	not	on	what	Prager	was	or	did	but	
if	his	murders	perceived	him	as	a	threat.	In	finding	the	members	of	the	mob	“not	guilty”	the	jury	
demonstrated	that	Germans	could	be	murdered	simply	for	being	suspected	of	disloyalty	and	mobs	that	
undertook	this	violent	vigilantism	would	be	seen	as	taking	preemptive	actions	toward	homeland	
security.		
	 Prager’s	death	has	broader	ramifications	for	the	history	of	American	civil	liberties	as	his	case	
was	discussed	in	congressional	debates	regarding	an	amendment	to	the	Espionage	Act	of	1917	that	
came	to	be	known	as	the	Sedition	Act	of	1918.	Lawmakers	who	argued	for	the	bill	asserted	that	it	was	
the	perceived	weakness	of	the	federal	government	in	punishing	disloyalty	that	motivated	the	mob	to	kill	
Prager.	The	bill	would	demonstrate	that	the	state	was	the	arbiter	of	definitions	of	disloyalty	and	provide	
the	ability	to	sentence	those	found	guilty	to	jail	time.	Prager’s	lynching	was	a	moment	when	German	
racialization	was	performed	using	the	most	brutal	mode	of	anti-African	American	violence	and	it	
provided	a	crucial	step	towards	the	encroachment	of	state	power	and	the	narrowing	of	conceptions	
patriotism	and	citizenship.		
	 In	chapter	three,	I	focused	on	the	Houston	Riot	and	the	first	court-martial,	the	Nesbit	case,	in	
order	to	examine	this	performance	of	violence	and	resistance	by	African	American	soldiers	in	August	of	
1917.	Through	the	methodology	of	performance,	I	examined	the	three	primary	factors	for	the	riot:	1)	
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racial	tension	in	Camp	Logan,	2)	racial	segregation	in	Houston,	and	3)	the	role	of	police	brutality,	in	
particular	the	vicious	assault	on	Corporal	Baltimore.	My	analysis	of	the	first	court-martial,	the	Nesbit	
Case,	focused	on	the	acknowledgement	by	the	court	of	the	incidents	that	led	to	the	riot	without	
considering	how	those	incidents	separated	African	American	soldiers	for	their	national	allegiance.	The	
actions	of	the	24th	demonstrated	that	there	were	fundamental	flaws	that	in	the	military’s	plan,	flaws	
that	the	courts-martial	would	attempt	to	remedy	through	harsh	sentences	and	the	death	penalty	as	
deterrents	against	future	insurgencies.	I	ended	this	chapter	by	discussing	the	performed	resistance	of	
the	thirteen	soldiers	sent	to	their	death	in	the	first	court-martial.	Their	communal	performance	of	the	
hymn	“Lord,	I’m	Coming	Home”	was	an	act	of	resistance	that	demonstrated	their	own	humanity,	
defiance,	and	dignity.	In	focusing	on	this	moment	of	resistance,	I	advocate	for	a	re-framing	of	the	
soldiers	as	both	victims	and	resisters	of	White	supremacy	whose	final	action	sought	to	claim	their	own	
subjectivity.		
The	Houston	Riot	and	the	Nesbit	case	demonstrate	the	role	that	violence	plays	in	formation	of	
minority	citizenship.	The	War	Department	created	an	untenable	situation	by	placing	African	American	
soldiers	in	racially	segregated	cities,	a	situation	made	profoundly	worse	by	the	lack	of	support	and	
empowerment	by	military	superiors.	The	soldiers	of	the	24th	could	not	possibly	have	been	prepared	
enough	for	the	situation	they	would	encounter	and	they	suffered	for	the	military’s	unrealistic	
expectations.	The	mutiny	and	riot	was	an	embodied	performance	of	insurgency,	a	violent	performative	
call	for	recognition.	The	moment	would	echo	through	the	African	American	press	and	the	community	as	
a	demonstration	of	the	complex	negotiation	needed	to	serve	the	nation	and	advocate	for	equality.	
Drawing	from	scholarship	that	brings	together	performance	studies	and	legal	studies,	I	have	argued	that	
the	law	itself	is	performative	and	examined	the	theatricality	of	the	trials	themselves.	African	American	
soldiers	were	not	exempt	from	the	routine	and	hegemonic	violence	of	White	supremacy	within	the	law	
and	its	interpretations.	Instead,	for	Whites	these	men	became	performing	symbols	that	circulated	the	
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dangerous	potential	of	providing	the	full	citizenship	rights	to	African	Americans.	The	government	only	
halted	their	deaths	out	fear	of	the	publicity	it	engendered	and	the	probable	effect	on	African	American	
troop	recruitment	and	retention.	
In	chapter	four,	I	analyzed	Alice	Dunbar-Nelson’s	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen,	published	in	the	April	
1918	issue	of	The	Crisis,	the	only	play	by	an	African	American	to	be	written,	published,	and	performed	
during	active	US	engagement	in	the	war.	The	play	offers	insight	into	the	complex	negotiations	of	racial	
identity	and	citizenship	by	depicting	Chris,	his	family,	and	his	community	as	they	argue	about	what	it	
meant	to	be	an	African	American	at	the	height	of	the	war.	I	advocated	for	an	analysis	of	the	text	that	
foregrounded	its	openness	in	performance	focusing	on	the	ambiguous	ending	and	the	use	of	“The	Battle	
Hymn	of	the	Republic.”	I	argue	that	several	critics	of	the	work	base	their	reading	of	Chris’s	decision	to	go	
to	war	on	a	piece	of	archival	evidence	not	available	to	readers	or	audience	members	of	the	work.	As	
such,	their	assessment	is	fundamentally	flawed.	Only	theatre	and	performance	scholars	Koritha	Mitchell	
and	co-authors	Ted	Shine	and	James	Hatch	argue	for	this	reading	of	ambiguity.	I	support	their	reading	
and	expand	on	it	to	consider	how	the	performance	of	the	work	could	engage	the	audience	in	Chris’s	
decision-making	process	allowing	for	multiple	readings	of	the	text.	I	support	this	reading	through	an	
analysis	of	“The	Battle	Hymn	of	the	Republic”	at	the	critical	juncture	of	the	play’s	ending.	The	song’s	
placement	is	not	just	simply	patriotic	but	references	a	history	of	racial	progress	towards	equality	as	part	
of	a	Christian	call	to	future	reckoning.	It	is	not	readily	apparent	what	Chris	sees	in	his	future.	Ultimately,	
both	of	his	choices	–	to	enlist	or	to	ask	for	exemption	affirm	state	power	of	the	racialized	body.	The	final	
moments	lingers	in	its	ambiguity	as	a	testament	to	survival.		
	 My	analysis	of	the	play	is	supported	by	a	discussion	of	its	production	history	and	new	archival	
evidence.	I	established	productions	across	the	east,	south,	and	midwest	at	schools	and	churches	and	
analyze	the	scant	information	available	about	those	productions.	I	also	addressed	the	lack	of	vital	
information	about	how	production	choices	were	made	by	discussing	my	own	direction	of	the	work.	The	
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openness	of	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen	demonstrates	Dunbar-Nelson’s	commitment	to	acknowledging	
conflicting	feelings	of	belonging	and	rightful	anger	directed	toward	the	nation.	I	advocate	that	the	
performance	of	the	work	allows	for	multiple	interpretations	of	those	feelings.	This	ambiguity	engages	
the	audiences	to	actively	consider	their	own	choices	and	their	own	relationship	to	the	nation.		
Throughout	this	dissertation,	I	have	examined	these	cases	individually	nodding	only	when	
necessary	to	the	ways	that	these	events	intersect.	Further	examination	of	the	connections	between	
events	in	these	chapters	in	future	irritations	of	this	study	will	shed	light	on	the	relationships	between	
the	formation	of	race	and	American	citizenship	during	and	after	the	war.	I’ll	briefly	turn	to	the	dynamic	
potential	for	comparing	these	cases	and	some	common	themes	throughout	the	study.		
Each	chapter	discusses	a	piece	of	music	and,	to	varying	degrees,	utilizes	ethnomusicology	as	
means	of	contemplating	the	events	of	the	First	World	War	in	the	United	States.	The	use	of	communal	
singing	is	in	all	my	cases.	Friendly	Enemies	ends	with	a	moment	of	communal	singing	of	“My	Country	‘Tis	
of	Thee”	as	a	demonstration	of	Karl’s	transition	into	American	citizenship.	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen	also	
utilizes	a	patriotic	song	and	communal	singing	of	“The	Battle	Hymn	of	the	Republic”	to	reinforce	the	
patriotism	of	some	characters	over	others.	In	the	lynching	of	Robert	Prager	patriotic	songs	are	used	as	
an	instrument	of	harassment	and	torture	as	Prager	is	focused	to	sing	for	the	amusement	of	the	mob.	
Finally,	the	resistive	use	of	the	hymn,	“Lord,	I’m	Coming	Home”	is	used	by	the	soldiers	on	their	way	to	
death	for	their	participation	in	the	Houston	Riot.	This	strain	of	musical	performance	in	the	study	allows	
for	a	further	consideration	of	the	role	of	performance	and	the	use	of	song	as	a	method	for	creative	
cohesive	national	identities.		
	 Both	theatrical	productions	are	centered	in	the	domestic	sphere	of	the	family	home	of	the	racial	
minority.	Expanding	on	my	argument	about	Karl’s	ability	to	express	himself	more	freely	once	he	enters	
his	home	in	Friendly	Enemies,	home	creates	a	space	for	discussions	that	are	not	possible	or	desired	in	
public.	Both	also	focus	on	a	central	figure	whose	ideology	puts	them	at	odds	with	the	vast	majority	of	
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the	characters.	However,	despite	the	dangerous	climate	for	oppositional	beliefs,	the	private	space	of	the	
home	provides	safety	and	the	freedom	to	debate	ideas	no	longer	possible	in	the	public	sphere.	These	
homes	are	made	public	through	their	enactment	on	the	stage	as	the	private	world	enters	through	
performance	space.	In	using	the	domestic	world	as	a	site	to	discuss	social	problems,	these	plays	are	part	
of	a	historical	continuum	of	dramatic	literature	that	has	utilized	the	home	as	a	site	of	racial,	political,	
and	social	contestation.		That	both	plays	have	been	read	as	pro-war	and	anti-war	propaganda	
demonstrates	vast	possibilities	for	debate	within	the	family	space.	The	role	of	the	home	also	figures	
prominently	in	discourses	of	exile	and	diaspora	enriching	a	further	investigation	of	performances	of	
citizenship.		
	 In	both	performances	of	violence,	rumor	plays	an	important	role	in	progressing	the	act	of	
violence	on	the	racialized	body.	Robert	Prager	may	have	garnered	attention	for	speaking	German	or	
having	a	heavy	accent	but	it	was	rumors	of	his	questioning	about	explosives	and	the	rumor	of	the	
missing	explosives	that	propelled	fellow	miners	to	single	him	out.	The	collective	rage	of	the	Houston	Riot	
was	incited	by	the	belief	that	Corporal	Baltimore	was	murdered	by	White	police	officers.	Even	when	it	
was	shown	to	be	untrue,	the	rumor	was	so	powerful	because	it	could	have	been	true.	Both	incidents	
occurred	in	an	environment	where	racial	instability	is	ever-present	and	the	tension	between	groups	is	
building.	It	takes	one	month,	in	both	cases,	from	the	initial	contact	of	the	outsider(s)	to	the	area	to	the	
performance	of	violence.	Rumors	propel	and	accelerate	latent	violent	impulses	despite	their	validity.	
This	is	particularly	true	in	a	time	of	war	when	propaganda	has	instructed	the	citizenry	to	maintain	
constant	surveillance	and	to	suspect	anyone	who	looks	or	acts	differently.		
This	study	is	also	limited	by	temporal	and	thematic	boundaries	but	makes	way	for	future	
scholars	on	the	subject.	This	work	is	not	a	comprehensive	text	for	American	theatre	during	the	Great	
War	and	certainly	one	is	needed.	There	are	ample	plays	and	performances	that	dealt	directly	with	
wartime	themes	during	active	engagement	and	many	that	touched	on	the	war	without	fully	engaging	
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with	it	directly.	A	study	of	this	kinds	would	go	far	in	counteracting	the	myth	the	First	World	War	was	not	
vital	to	American	theatrical	or	performance	traditions.	This	study	does	not	engage	with	military	theatre	
during	the	conflict	and	the	use	of	entertainment	in	military	camps.	Weldon	Durham’s	Liberty	Theatres	of	
the	United	States	Army,	1917-1919	(2006)	offers	a	significant	contribution	to	this	area	but	his	focus	is	on	
the	complexities	of	the	infrastructure	in	building	the	theatre	and	economic	negotiations	between	the	
federal	government,	the	military,	and	theatrical	producers.	There	is	ample	room	to	consider	more	
thoroughly	the	content	of	the	plays	performed	and	the	creation	of	amateur	entertainment	by	soldiers.			
Additionally,	this	study	focuses	on	the	nexus	between	race	and	citizenship	and	offers	little	in	the	
way	of	discussion	of	gender,	sexuality,	or	class.	Considering	the	critical	social	issue	of	women’s	suffrage	
and	the	significant	political	work	of	the	Industrial	Workers	of	the	World	(I.W.W.)	there	are	further	
complexities	to	this	time	period	might	be	more	fully	explored.	For	example,	performances	such	as	the	
ones	by	the	“Silent	Sentinels,”	suffragettes	who	continuously	protested	in	front	of	the	White	House	for	
over	two	years	as	a	political	statement,	or	the	trial	of	Eugene	W.	Debs	charged	under	the	Espionage	Act	
for	giving	a	speech	that	federal	government	charged	aided	the	enemy.	These	moments	during	the	war	
years	add	to	the	wartime	climate	and	discussion	on	citizenship.	Additionally,	historians	such	as	Nancy	
Bristow	and	Mark	Ellis	have	discussed	the	role	of	masculinity	in	wartime	rhetoric,	and	much	of	the	
previous	scholarship	on	Mine	Eyes	Have	Seen	also	focused	this	topic,	but	a	further	consideration	of	the	
concept	would	allow	for	compelling	comparisons	between	chapters.		
There	are	also	legacies	of	the	Great	War	that	are	still	active	in	contemporary	America.	Although	
there	is	no	longer	an	active	military	draft,	young	men	on	their	eighteenth	birthday	register	themselves,	
under	a	process	based	on	the	Selective	Service	Act	of	1917.	However,	what	I	find	to	be	the	most	
troubling	legacy	of	the	First	World	War	was	not	seen	until	the	early	21st	century.	In	1920,	Congress	
quietly	repealed	the	Sedition	Act	of	1918	but	the	Espionage	Act	of	1917	still	remains	in	effect.	Between	
the	end	of	the	First	World	War	and	2010,	only	three	people	had	been	charged	under	the	act	but	since	
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that	time	an	additional	eight,	most	notably	Edward	Snowden	and	Chelsea	Manning,	have	been	charged	
with	Espionage	under	the	Obama	Administration	(Shell	and	Dennis,	“11	‘Leakers’	Charged	with	
Espionage”).	The	administration,	despite	journalistic	inquiry,	has	not	responded	as	to	why	it	has	opted	
to	increasingly	utilize	this	wartime	legislation	to	prosecute	individuals	who	expose	government	
operations	and	classified	information.	The	answer	is,	at	least	partially,	dependent	upon	the	perpetual	
state	of	war	that	allows	the	government	to	utilize	already	broad	wartime	legislation	and	the	wide	breath	
of	government	surveillance	legalized	through	the	post-9/11	passage	of	the	PATRIOT	ACT.	That	the	two	
most	notably	individuals	charged	recently,	Snowden	and	Manning,	claim	that	they	were	attempting	to	
expose	the	ramifications	of	both	legal	and	illegal	government	surveillance	and	they	published	this	
information	–	and	did	not	sell	it	or	trade	it	to	US	enemies	–	is	an	enlargement	of	an	already	extremely	
general	definition	of	espionage.		
That	the	majority	of	individuals	charged	with	espionage	prior	to	2010	were	eventually	found	to	
be	providing	information	for	the	public	good,	including	Daniel	Ellsberg	who	was	charged	in	1971	for	
leaking	the	Pentagon	Papers	which	exposed	government	deception	its	carrying	out	of	the	Vietnam	War,	
allows	for	a	broader	consideration	of	the	history	of	American	decision-making	during	wartime	as	being	
frequently	severe	and	regretful.	Throughout	this	study,	I	have	considered	how	theatre	and	performance	
are	instruments	of	racial	and	citizenship	formation	during	a	time	of	war.	This	is	a	process	of	identifying,	
creating,	and	maintaining	the	classification	of	enemies	and	friends,	us	and	them,	and	insiders	and	
outsiders.	After	the	First	World	War,	many	recognized	that	the	climate	of	coercive	patriotism	created	
wartime	hysteria	and	government	overreach	but	seemed	to	forget	these	lessons	in	the	next	war.	In	
1933,	Franklin	D.	Roosevelt	gave	amnesty	to	the	last	of	the	prisoners	arrested	under	espionage	charges	
stemming	from	the	First	World	War.	In	less	than	ten	years,	he	signed	Proclamation	No.	2537	facilitating	
the	beginning	of	Japanese	immigrants	and	Japanese-Americans	to	be	isolated	in	concentration	camps.	It	
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seems	in	wartime	it	was	easy	to	ignore	the	regrettable	actions	of	the	past,	even	the	recent	past,	creating	
violence	performance	to	shape	another	generation	of	racialized	subjects	in	America.	
	 In	conclusion,	I	turn	to	someone	who	did	learn	from	the	lessons	of	the	First	World	War.	During	
the	war,	philosopher-educator	John	Dewey	advocated	for	the	suppression	of	dissent	under	the	
Espionage	Act	as	a	pragmatic	way	to	codify	civic	loyalty.	After	the	war,	he	re-considered.	Dewey	
observed,	“that	the	attack	on	freedom	of	speech	is	most	likely	to	come	from	those	who	are	entrenched	
in	power	and	who	fear	that	the	general	exercise	of	civil	liberties	‘will	disturb	the	existing	order’”	(Stone	
230).	His	experience	during	the	war	years	showed	him	that	Americans	were	far	too	wiling	to	“condemn	
as	seditious	every	opinion	and	belief	which	irritates	the	majority	of	‘loyal’	citizens”	(Stone	230).	Those	
outside	the	status	quo	were	easily	labeled	radical	or	subversive	becoming	“enemies	of	the	nation”	
(Stone	230).	I	believe	John	Dewey’s	wisdom	about	the	American	character	is	still	accurate	today.	It	is	still	
true	that	those	who	challenge	the	existing	social	order	find	themselves	vulnerable	to	a	multitude	of	
violent	actions	but	I	also	believe	that,	just	as	during	the	Great	War,	Whiteness	provides	privileges	of	
power	and	safety	even	for	the	most	radical	or	subversive.	Throughout	this	study,	in	plays	and	
performances,	I	have	examined	violent	actions	that	are	undertaken	by	or	against	minority	populations	in	
order	to	consider	the	ways	that	the	war	dramatically	changed	the	racial	history	of	America.	My	study,	
then,	shows	an	examination	of	how	theatre	and	performance,	during	the	period	of	American	
engagement	in	the	Great	War,	were	crucial	in	constructing	and	circulating	notions	of	race	and	
citizenship,	using	violence	as	a	primary	method	of	enforcing	and	policing	the	boundaries	of	Whiteness.	
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